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Articles 


SPIRITUAL ASPECTS OF CHILD AND 
ADOLESCENT MENTAL HEALTH 

Fr. Dr. O. Thomas 


This topic is very significant 
because of the following reasons. 

1. Mental health has become a 
matter of behavioral science and it 
is not related to religion or spiritual¬ 
ity. Many of the accepted schools 
of psychology such as psycho-analy¬ 
sis, behaviourism, gestalt, cognitive, 
etc. speak about mental health with¬ 
out any reference to religion and 
spirituality. 

2. Our secular education has 
become anti-spiritual. Though secu¬ 
larism has many meanings in the 
pro-western educational system it is 
more anti-religious and anti-spiritual. 
Students quite often become more 
skeptical or critical about religion its 
faith and practices than any other 
areas such as science, art, literature, 
politics, governance, medias and so 
on. In this process class room is 
made the only legitimate place for 
educational enterprise and avoided 
all other options. Traditional practices 
of family prayer, meaningful partici¬ 
pation in liturgy and other sacra¬ 
ments, religious rituals are not con¬ 
sidered as powerful tools in enhanc¬ 
ing spirituality and mental health. It 
does not mean that nothing is done 
by the churches to bring out the chil¬ 
dren and teenagers to improve their 
mental health through the Sunday 
Schools and other Spiritual organi¬ 
zations. However generally speak¬ 
ing the profile given to spiritual edu¬ 
cation is low when compared to the 
secular education. 

In brief spirituality and mental 
health which are closely to be inte¬ 
grated within the being of an indi¬ 
vidual has been reduced as a sub¬ 
ject matter of learning in intellectual 
terms. 


WHAT IS SPIRITUALITY? 

Spirituality means different 
things to different people. We need 
to find a definition. Traditionally 
spirituality was monopolized by the 
religions. There will be a concept of 
God in the centre and the rituals, 
practices, related to that faith con¬ 
stitute the main part of spirituality. 
Spiritual development involves the 
integration of one’s beliefs, value, 
meaning and self worth. The ques¬ 
tion such as why am I here, what is 
the meaning of life, what is the form 
of life after death are some of the 
pertinent questions arise in the arena 
of spirituality. Benner describes spiri¬ 
tuality “as a deep and mysterious 
yearning for self transcendence and 
surrender, a yearning to find mean¬ 
ing and a place in the world” 1 . 

Spiritual belief as often tied to 
values which often guide individual’s 
choices, decision making and behav¬ 
ior pattern. Ethical concerns are also 
an integral part of spirituality. 

Jerome Dollard writes “Spiri¬ 
tuality is a lot like health. We all have 
health, we may have good health or 
poor health, but it is something we 
cannot avoid having. The same is 
true of spirituality” 2 . Every human 
being is a spiritual being. The ques¬ 
tion is not whether we have spiritu¬ 
ality or not but on the other hand 
whether it is negative or positive and 
life giving. Spirituality has got a pro¬ 
gressive face. Spiritual expression of 
a child is different from that of ado¬ 
lescent. As we grow up we tend to 
experience and express our faith dif¬ 
ferently. John H. Westerhoff points 
out four stages in this process 3 . 


1. EXPERIENCED FAITH 

Childhood spirituality is related 
to sensual experience to sights, 
sounds, feeling etc. but unconcerned 
about meaning. Rituals are very im¬ 
portant at this stage. 

2. AFFILIATIVE FAITH 

There arise the need of affili¬ 
ation to an external world. A sense 
of belonging to a faith community is 
needed. Family and worshiping com¬ 
munity can play an important role 
here. 

3. SEARCHING FAITH 

This is a spiritual quest at the 
time of teenage and adolescence. 
Critical questioning is taking place and 
sometimes even accepted norms are 
challenged. Young people are misun¬ 
derstood at this stage. However it is 
not a sign that something has gone 
wrong but only a beginning to the 
maturing stage. 

4. MATURE FAITH 

People grow to a stage where 
they consciously accept and ac¬ 
knowledge the faith with all com¬ 
mitments to the lifestyle that faith 
demands. 

John Bredford, in a book pro¬ 
duced by Children’s society sugge¬ 
sts that children have five basic spiri¬ 
tual needs. They are love, security, 
new creative experiences (wonder), 
affirmation or a sense of direction 
and confidence to grow and partici¬ 
pation and responsibility. He also 
opines that the churches could help 
the children to meet these needs in 
the following ways. Love could be 
fulfilled by giving membership to a 
caring community, security by estab¬ 
lished creed and moral code, won¬ 
der by giving existing worship 
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experience and encouraging an in¬ 
ner devotional life. Affirmation by 
giving pastoral care and participa¬ 
tion by providing chances to be in¬ 
volved in activities to serve one an¬ 
other. 

ADOLESCENT SPIRITUALITY 

Adolescents have different 
expressions of spirituality than chil¬ 
dren. Catholic educator Jane C. 
Lindle observes 4 “Adolescent spiri¬ 
tuality is multi-dimensional and in¬ 
cludes an individual relationship with 
God as well as a communal rela¬ 
tionship with God and other people. 
They need more interaction. The 
classical questions like Who am I, 
What should be my aim, What is my 
place in society, What should be my 
carrier or occupation, etc. become 
very important to adolescents. 
Those who get positive answers to 
these questions develop a meaning¬ 
ful spirituality at this stage. 

One more word about Spiritu¬ 
ality. It does not necessarily mean 
that spirituality is always linked with 
religion. Even Marxian ideology 
which does not have any reference 
to God also propose the idea of spiri¬ 
tuality. For them the people who are 
committed to the cause of building 
a socialist society are spiritual. 
There are humanists who promote 
spiritualism in their own ways. “It 
can be defined as a sense of good 
health about oneself as a human 
being and as a unique individual” 5 . 
However for a working definition 
spirituality is understood as a world 
view based on the faith in a God 
who controls everything including 
the personal and social dimensions 
of life on certain moral principles 
which are absolute and contextual. 
Discernment of absolute and con¬ 
textual depends on one’s own spiri¬ 
tual development. 

MENTAL HEALTH 

Mental health is an integral part 
of health indeed and there is no 


health without mental health. It is 
defined as a “state of wellbeing in 
which every individual realises his 
or her own potential, can cope with 
the normal stress of life, can work 
productively and fruitfully and is able 
to make a contribution to his or her 
own community” 6 (WHO 2007). It 
involves the following aspects, real¬ 
izing one’s own potential, ability to 
cope up with stresses of life, greater 
work productivity and make mean¬ 
ingful contribution to the community. 
It is also added that mental health is 
a state of complete physical, men¬ 
tal, and social wellbeing and not 
merely the absence of any disease. 
Since this understanding is promoted 
by the UNO almost everybody take 
it as normative. The spiritual faculty 
which is fundamental in theological 
and biblical perspective is missing in 
this definition. 

Mental health includes emo¬ 
tional, psychological, social and above 
spiritual wellbeing. It affects how we 
think feel and act. Mental health is 
important at every stage from child¬ 
hood and throughout the life. Many 
factors contribute mental health prob¬ 
lems including biological factors such 
as genes or brain chemistry, life ex¬ 
perience such as trauma or abuse and 
family history of mental health prob¬ 
lems. Lack of meaningful philosophy 
of life and a disciplined spirituality is 
not considered as prominent in many 
psychological deliberations. There are 
certain warning signs that have got 
mental health problems. Following are 
some signs of it. 

Eating or sleeping too much or too 
little 

Withdraw from usual activities and 
from people 

Feeling numb and no likings 
Having unexplained aches and pains 
Feeling helpless and hopeless 
Excessive smoking, drinking or us¬ 
ing drugs 


Feeling unusually confused forget¬ 
ful, angry, upset, worried or scared. 
Fighting with family and friends 
Experiencing severe mood changes 
Having persistent thoughts and 
memories that cannot avoid 
Inability to perform daily duties like 
taking care of kids or getting to work 
or school 

These signs are applicable to both 
children and youth 7 . 

There are many ways to deal 
with mental health problems. They 
include professional help from psy¬ 
chiatrists, clinical psychologists and 
counselors, engaging in social and 
community activities, better human 
relationship, relaxation techniques, 
entertainments, reading, enjoying 
music, interesting hobbies, etc. All 
these factors will help to reduce the 
intensity of mental health problems 
(here I avoid more details on men¬ 
tal health and mental illnesses be¬ 
cause other papers seem to supple¬ 
ment the same) 

SPIRITUAL ASPECTS 

In order to understand the 
spiritual aspects of mental health we 
have to begin from the basic under¬ 
standing of human nature. Though 
psychology has explained many 
things about human nature in terms 
of hereditary, environmental, uncon¬ 
scious, socially conditioned and so 
on it does not speak about an im¬ 
portant aspect which theology and 
Christian tradition up holds ie, Hu¬ 
man being is the creation of God. 
See the beautiful hymn of the 
Psalm. 

When I look at your heavens 
And the work of your fingers 
The moon and stars that you have 
established 

What are human beings that you are 
mindful of them 

Mortals that you care for them? 
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Yet you have made them a little 
lower than God 

And crowned them with glory and 
honour (Psalm 8:3-5) 

GOD-WORLD RELATION 

The world exists within God, 
who is infinite. There is no existence 
for the world apart from God. The 
world is like the flame of the lamp 
that is lit forever using an endless 
source of energy 8 . Since God is the 
source of endless energy the holis¬ 
tic health which consists of body 
mind and spirit depends on how the 
individuals relate with the source of 
endless energy. 

MAN IS CREATED IN T H E 
IMAGE OF GOD 

God not only created man but 
also did it in the image of God. The 
Bible opens with the beautiful state¬ 
ment that human being was created 
in the image and likeness of God. 
“And God said, let us make man in 

our image, in our likeness.so God 

created man in his own image, in the 
image of God created him: male and 
female He created them (Genesis 
1:26-27). Creation is from ‘ex nihilo’ 
which means out of nothing. Thus 
the possibility to become ‘nonbeing’ 
is inherent in human nature. Theo¬ 
logians speak about this predicament 
of humanity as existential problem. 
Human being is never free from 
existential anxiety ie, the frightful 
awareness of the end of this exist¬ 
ence which is the root of all prob¬ 
lems related to mental health. 

Paul Tillich says the image of 
God given human beings the free¬ 
dom to choose “freedom is that ca¬ 
pacity to choose what is given with 
the help of the creator” 9 . The free¬ 
dom given to human being can be 
used for or against the will of God. 
Mental health is deteriorated when 
human beings use their freedom to 
choose against the will of God. 


Fr. Paul Varghese later world 
famous Orthodox Theologian Met¬ 
ropolitan Paulos Mar Gregorios af¬ 
firmed in spite of the reality of sin, 
human being did not lose the ability 
to choose the good. He wrote “what 
is at the depth of human nature is 
not his sin but his freedom; at the 
depth he is free” 10 . Mental health is 
lost when human being misuse this 
freedom. Human being is in need of 
an ongoing continuous dependence 
on God and that nature of relation¬ 
ship will give meaning to all events 
in life including mental health. 

THE NATURE OF FALLEN¬ 
NESS OR SIN. T H E ROOT OF 
ALL PROBLEMS 

According to the understand¬ 
ing of Orthodox Theology mental 
problems have a root in fallen na¬ 
ture of humanity. Orthodox Theol¬ 
ogy affirms that before Adamic sin 
human being lived in perfect har¬ 
mony with God and with nature. As 
they were free they had been given 
a responsibility to choose between 
good and evil. Their choice fell with 
the evil in the Garden of Eden. 
Though there is disagreement re¬ 
garding the origin and nature of evil, 
everybody seem to accept the ex¬ 
istence of an evil force which re¬ 
mains inside and outside. The fallen 
nature of humanity is an important 
key concept in understanding men¬ 
tal health in Orthodox viewpoint. 
“Humanity’s alienation from God 
leads to alienation from others, over 
concern for self, lack of meaning 
and purpose, a deterioration of self 
image and a lack of power to im¬ 
prove sufficiently to resist the pull 
of the environment” 11 . In short 
alienation from God is the root cause 
of all problems. 

Here one should carefully note 
that fallen nature is not realised only 
in individual terms, but it has a cor¬ 
porate dimension too. However this 
does not mean that human being is 


in total depravity. While affirming the 
nature of human fallenness, Ortho¬ 
dox Theology equally maintains the 
dignity of human freedom. Human 
being can exercise this freedom to 
do good and enhance his/her men¬ 
tal health. 

In this point we should note the 
limitation of the method of psychol¬ 
ogy. Psychology seriously consider 
the interplay between body and mind 
while it ignores the dimension of spirit 
or sin. The missing elements of sin 
and spirit in psychological method 
are given much emphasis in Ortho¬ 
dox teaching while analyzing human 
problems. 

THEOSIS AND MENTAL 
HEALTH 

Problems are the part of life 
and Orthodox theology does not give 
any immediate solution to it. George 
Florovsky a Russian Theologian has 
said “Christian doctrine does not 
answer directly any practical ques¬ 
tion in the field of politics of eco¬ 
nomics or psychology” 12 . All prob¬ 
lems will overcome when humanity 
grow into the maturity about which 
Orthodox Theology propose in the 
idea of Theosis or deification. The 
essence of deification lies in the fa¬ 
mous dictum of St. Athanasius “God 
became man so that we might be¬ 
come divine” 13 . Deification points 
out the possibility of transforming the 
human nature into divine. Transfor¬ 
mation means to participate in the 
nature of God (2 Peter 1:4) or to 
become Christ like. “It is suggested 
that the personality in its carnal con¬ 
sciousness is a self imprisoned ex¬ 
istence, radically contrasted with 
every other personality” 14 . On the 
other hand transformed or Christ 
like nature will be a personality of 
reconciliation both within and out¬ 
side the self. In brief growing in the 
process of Theosis or deification 
correspondingly enhancing the men¬ 
tal health also. Deification affects 
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the whole personality including body, 
mind and spirit. Orthodox theology 
does not allow a strict compartmen- 
talization of body, mind and spirit. 
The feeling of well being is experi¬ 
enced at all levels at a time. 

CHURCH AND SACRAMENTS 

Human beings do not choose 
their families; they are bom in to it. 
Likewise each believer is bom into 
the Church. The process of Theosis 
or spiritual growth starts with one 
become a member of the Church. 
In essence Church is a healing com¬ 
munity which facilitate mental health 
through its individual and corporate 
prayers, worship and sacraments. 


Each believer is in need of the grace 
of God for inner transformation. 
Sacraments are the means by which 
each believer receives the grace of 
God. “The sacramental mysteries 
actualize and energize the divine 
image in individual. When man re¬ 
ceives the gift of divine powers in 
the mysteries of the Church, it is not 
only the particular individual who 
receives, but the whole creation” 15 . 
Among the sacraments Holy Eucha¬ 
rist is considered to be the Queen 
of Sacraments and the Holy Com¬ 
munion aims at the inner transfor¬ 
mation of the very being of believ¬ 
ers. Florovsky writes “in the Eucha¬ 
rist Christ gives us His own body 


and blood, so that we may be sus¬ 
tained by it and grows to be Christ 
like. God entrusted God’s self to us 
so that we may truly become God 
bearing community” 16 . Apart from 
sacraments the fellowship of wor¬ 
shiping community, family prayer, 
bible reading and meditation, lent, 
fasting, pilgrims, good works with 
unconditional love etc. help the be¬ 
lievers for inner transformation 
which affects in enhancing mental 
health. In brief Theosis or deifica¬ 
tion is a process in which believers 
achieving higher level of mental 
health according to Orthodox per¬ 
spective. 
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